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The primary aim of this inves- 
ligalion was lo study the role 
of the chief financial officer 
(CFO) in large public universities. 
More specifically, the study investi- 
gated the characteristics ana quali- 
fications of those who hold the 
ortice, fhc internal organizational 
relationships of the CFO. the 
responsibilities associated with the 
position, and the relationship be- 
tween situational and structural 
variables and (he (T'0\s scope of 
responsibility. A second^^ry ain't of 
this study was to compare the re- 
sults with this author's 1973 and 
1978 studies of the same subject 

Until recently, few studies had 
examincxl the role of high-ranking 
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lor for (ic/niinislra(ion a( I 'ander- 
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adminisirators*in higher education. 
In particular, the role of the CFO 
remained one of the least known 
facets of the modern university. 
The significance of this research is 
indicated by the purposes it serves; 
(1) to establish a profile of the posi- 
tion of CFO in large public univer- 
sities; (2) to provide fnformation 
about t!)e position to interested 
persons in higher education; (3) to ♦ 
facilitate more efficient operations 
in universities; and (4) to add to the 
rcs(^ferch completed in 1973 and 
1978. 

A review of the literature re- 
vealed that the position of CFO is 
one of three or four major execu- 
tive eooi^^inates reporting to the 
chief executive. The literature also 
indicated that there arc 23 possible 
areas of responsibility, for CFOs. 

The initial population consisted 
of CFOs from 171 universities. Us- 
ah§r responses were received from 
135 persons, or 78,95 percent of the 
population. The ciuestionnaire con- 
sisted of 18 items. Accompanying 
the questionnaire were a letter of 
introduction from the author and a 
letter oY support from NACUBO, 
The questionnaire secured in- 
formation about 14 descriptive 
variables relevant to the CjpO, in-* 
eluding title of the position, divi- 
sion of responsibilities, age, sex, 
length of time as CFO, previous 
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professional experience; career 
goals, education level, specializa- 
tion in highest degree, selection fac« 
tors, relationship with the pres- 
ident, relationj>h ip^ith the 
governing board, relationship with • 
the chief academic oflicer, and ar- 
eas of responsibility. 

The questioniiaire also secui^ed 
information related to the CFO's 
scope of responsibility and the in- 
dependent variables that appear to 
have some relationship to the scope 
of responsibility. These indepen- 
dent variables included, for the in- 
stitution, total stwdent enrollment 
size, student composition, struc- 
ture (single- or multicampus), and 
size of total institutional budget; 
and, for the CFO, length of time as* 
CFO, educational level, relation- 
ship of CTO's date of appointment 
to president's date of appointment, 
relationship to the president, rela- 
tionship to the governing board, 
and rclatiooship to the chief aca- , 
demic officer. 

Analysis of the data attained 
from the questionnaire was in two 
distinct parts. Descriptive statisti- 
cal techniques were employed lo 
examine the answers to the 14 
questions in the study. Stepwise 
multiple regression procedures 
wete used to analyze data on the 
scope of responsibility for each sub- 
ject fluf the study. The results follow; 
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1 . rmclmgs iiuIkjiIc thai the (1*0 
ol liiij^ie piibhi universities usually 

'l eaines the title ol vkO pirsi^ent. 
The two most eonunon titles in all 
studies were vree presuknt Ibr busi- 
ness ami linanee and >iee president 
Ibr business allaiis l^owevei. the 
autlior's three stvidies indicate that 
theie IS little agreenienl On^lho ex- 
act university title ot the ( R). 

2, At 20 percent of the campuses 
(compared to^3() peicer^l m 1 978). 
business and financial responsibil- 
ities were dividei| between two or 
more vice presidents, meaning that 
some ( rOs do not have respon- 
sibihiN for certain areas such as 
nonacademu personnel, physical 
plant. salet\. and security. 

V li was learned that most ( FOs 
arc w ell along in their careers (aver- 
age age was almost SO). 1 he results 
show that the ( f ( > position is dom- 
inated by males, wiih only, slight 
miprovenicnt siiiee l^7 V 1 he aver- 
age length of lime ClOs have been 
m then' present position is about 
eight and one-hair years. 

4, In all three studies, the pri- 
mar\ career oncnlntion ()f ( pOs 
before iheir appointment was 
found to be college business admin- 
istration. This indicates that pro- 
motion through the college and 
university business administration 
ranks is the most common route to 
becoming a C1 (), While a great 
number of ( F'Os apj)ear to have 
reached their ultimate career goal, 
there is a clear trend in ilv^u nutny 
aspire to beeome. for example, a 
college president or a CVO at a 
larger or more prestigious 
institution 

' X Most (lOs have attained at 
least the master's level in their for- 
mal education, and many have 
doctorates. Ihc educational level 
of^ ( lOs has risen significantly 
since the r>73 and 1978 studies. 
1 he specialization for most ("pOs 
was fbund to be business adminis- 
- tration or management. The only 
other notable area of specialization 
for (' FOs vvas educational admini- 
stration. 

/ f>. Most ( FOs were selected on 
the basis of their previous univer- 
sity experience, This is ii| agree- 
ment with ihe finding on^primary 
career orientation. The importance 
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of university administrative experi- 
ence, has increased significantly 
' since ihe 197.^ study 

7. All three studies indicated that 
the ('F()\ most common relation- 
ship to the president is as one of 
three or four officers w^o with the 
picsident share i^uijor institutional 
concerns and make decisions on 
ynilters lifTecting university poli> 
cies and programs. 

8. T he relationship of the ( TO to 
the governing board varied among 
institutions. Most fW*quenily. the 
C FO's only contact with the board 
was through special reports that the 
piTsident might request. The next 
most common ^relationship fbund 
ihe CFO re4K)iting directly to the 
governing board on business or fi- „ 
naneial matters ifnd performing 
specified ser\ ices as a responsible 
executive, secretary, or treasurer. 
All three studies shi)wcd these 
results. 

9. The greatest number of re- 
spondents in 1983 reported that the 

^ chief academic ofTicer was at a 
higher organizational level than the 
CVO or vvas at least considered the 
major oHicer reporting to the presi- 
dent. In 1973 and 1978 a majority 
* of C1*Os responding said that they 
were x>n the same organizational 
level as the chief academic officer 
and that the latl^r and the CVO 
were equally involved in mos\ in- 
stitutional decisions. This change 
should be reviewed caref\il!y. 

10. C FOs usually have complete 
responsibility for the operational 
areas of accounting, budgeting, bur- 
sar operations, indirect cost rate dc- 
termination, internal control, 
investment management, payroll, 
^physical plant, purchasin^and r^sk 
management and insurance. Oper- 
ational areas for which the CFO 
usually has at least major respon- 
sibility are auxiliary enterprises, 
safety, security, nonacademie per- 
sonnel administrati^^n, staff bene- 
fits, at^d facilities planning. 

CFOs share responsibility Ibr 
grant and contract administration 
and for the operational area of 
methods coordimjtion. Student fi- 
nancial assistance is usually a mi- 
nor or shared responsibility pf the 
CFO. Fund raising and institu* 
tional research arc either minor 
rcsppnsibilities of the (TO or are 
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not his or her responsibilities, Jrte- 
cnuse of* the dislribitlion of re- 
sponses by I I (^s. the ureas of data 
processing and legal management ^ 
were not classified in any of the 
designated categories. The C FO's 
degree of responsibility varied 
widclv. in iheNC areas (a result simi- 
lar to That obtained m the 1973 and 
1978 siudies). i 

II Major hypothesis number' 
one was reiected. It examined the 
relationship between the O'O's 
scop^yof* responsibility and any of 
the institutional ancj personal 
v>W^ames — total student enroll- 
ment, student composition, struc- 
ture (single- or multicampus), total 
institution;^l budget, length of time 
as C FO. aVl educational experi- 
ence. None 4f these variables indi- 
cated a statistically ^^igni^Icant 
relationship uXihc CFO^s scope of 
responsibility iK the 1983 study. 
Length of time asVF O and educa- 
tional level showcd\a slight rela- 
tionship in the 1978 shi4i^_^^^ 

12. M<ijorMiypothesis nunUuM* 
two was aiso rejected. It examined 
ihe relationship between the CFO's 
scope of responsibility and any of 
the fotfr relationship variables — 
relationship of the (T-O's date of 
appointment to the president's date 
of appointment, relationship to the 
gov%Mn1ng board, relation^^hip to 
the president, and relationship to 
the chief aca^Jemic officer. Jn all 
three studies there was a significant 
relationship between the CFO'k 
scope of responsibility and the 
comparative relationship of the 
(T'O and the chief academic olFicer 
to the president. A relationship be- 
tween the CTO's scope df respon- 
sibility and his or her relationship 
to the president was also fbund in 
the 1978 and 1983 studies, A sig- 
nificant portion of the variance can 
be accounted for by these two rela- 
tionship variables. The 1983 study 
showed a modest relationship be- 
tween the CFO's scope of respon- 
sibility and^is or her relationship 
to the governim Hoard, 

13, Major Jiypothesis number 
thix^e, which tested all of the vari- 
ables of hypotheses one and two 
together, vvas also rejected. The rea- 
son Avaslhe statistically significant 

-lelaHonship between the CFO's 
scope of responsibility and (I) the 
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i'OMipar;Uivi* iclalionship Vi\ the 
( I Oaiul ihr t hiol acikk iUK olVucr 
lo Hu* pu suK ni. ( \W ( I ( >\ lola 
iionship lo iho picsulcnl, aiul (3) 
Icii^Uh ol lirno as ( I O 



( omiiisioiis ami Implications 

^ It siTius alnnulantly clear lhal ihc 
( lO IS OIK* 1)1 llic major o\ccuu\o 
looidinaios rcpoVling lo the chief 
o\ccuti\ c ot ;rn insiuulion. Also, all 
ihicc siudics indicalc ihAl inosl 
( lOs carr\ the wtnds '*vrc prcsi- 
ilciil ' in ihcir lillr 

In one-lilih oT ihe insliliilioiis. 
>^ biVsincss aiul linancial rcsponsibil- 
ilicsarc shared by iwo or nioic vice 
picsidcnls. Because ofljie eomplex- 
ilies ^of and exiernal demands on 
ioda\\ univcrsilies, ihis divisu)n 
will probat>ly be more promineni al 
largo univei silies. 

Aeadenne Maininj^ (or ( FOs 
seems lo be mainly in business ad- 
minisiralign and management. 
However, several of the respon- 
defUs Muheated that their speeial- 
i/ed degrei? was \x\ educational 
administration. A growing major- 
UN oft f-(\s have a master's degree. 
Thv level of academic attainment 
pia\ become an increasingly im- 
portant selectioir (actor (or the po- 
sition o(^( TO. This study indicates 
thai higher academic degrees are 
becoming an essential part of the 
training of potential ( *R)s. 

The study also .shows that to»at- 
lain the position oCd'O, it is be- 
coming more necessary. to gqin 
exiKTience in university business 
administration. For this reason 
most ( FOs do not reach the i^osi- 
tion until their late (brties or early 
hCties. While many respondents in- 
dicated that the position of ( FO 
was their ultimate goal, some ex- 
^ pressed a desire to become a j.x)llege 
* |)reitdent or to move to a larger or 
more prestigious institution. I he 
1 98.^ study showrd the begiiining o(^ 

* a trend toward career goals other 
than the position o( ("F(X The posi- 
tion is slill eon\ incingly dominated 
by males. With today's ec|ual 

• i)p|)ortunity • laws and regulations, 
institutions must address this po- 
tenlial problem area. 

I he ( FO appears to be one o(^ 
three or (bur olliccrs sharing insti- 
tutional concerns and making deci- 
sions allecling university policies 



and piog!*iims. Ilowe\oi. while in 
most^ instances these i)llu ers were 
1)1 eipial impoilaiue ielali\e lo iho 
I>resuloni in the 1973 and 1078 
studies, the 1983 study showed a 
growitig likelihood that the cbiel 
academic ollicer wOl be the olFicoi 
icpiviting to the [>iesideni. 

Ihe ( F()\s relationship to the 
governing bi)ard is characteri/ed by 
ins or her serving <is an expert otiiy 
on matters of a (inancial or (iscal 
nature, I he responses indicated 
that the ( F()\s expertise may he 
utih/ed by the governing hoard ei- 
ther directly, or indirectly through 
the president. 

Tliere was a remarkable similar- 
ity among the responsibilities re- 
corded m 1 973. 1978. and 1983. 
though several significant changes 
have occurred. Budgeting has deti-* 
nitely become more ot a respon- 
sibility for the (TO. Also, it 
appears that the (T^C) has assumed 
much more respotisibihty in ihe 
area of facilities planning since 
1973 and that. other administrative 
officers are beginning to have in- 
creased responsiljilities in the areas 
of grant and contract admuustra- 
t \ 0 n and si u d e n t f i n a n c i a I 
assistance, 

I he hndmgs ol all three studies 
incjioale that the comn^native rela- 
tionshii) of the CFO and t'lie chief 
academic officer to the president is 
of real significance in terms of the 
Cl-0\s scope of responsibility. It 
appears \hat if the C T O is on the 
same organ i/alionnl level as the 
chief academic olhcer. he or she 
carries greater responsibility than a 
chief academic officer who is at a 
higher organizational level or who 
is the major officer reporting to the 
president. Thus, .the relative rclar 
lionship of the (TO and the chief 
academic officer to the president 
seetns to be an important factor in 
determining the CI'O's decision- 
making power and scope of respon- 
sibility. Ifiis study and the 1978 
study also indicate a strong rela- 
tionship between the ( FON rela- 
tionship the president and the 
Cf'O's scope of responsibility. It 
appears tluu the more important 
the rolcv^)f the ( FO on the presi- 
dent's'plafK the greater is the Vs 
scope of responsibihty. While there 
are some other tendencies, the 
oilier nonsignificant variables seem 
to be of a constant nature in rcla- 
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tionship to the ( l*()\s scope ol 
ic>s|M)nsibilily 

Sc \ cial otIuM implu alioiTs 
etnergcd from examinations of" 
other higher educ*ition H>le studies 
While Wombles (1971) concludes 
that the chiel academic olfieer is 
second in command lo the piesi- 
deni, this author^ 1973 and 1978 
studies indicate that the chief aca- 
define ofhccr and the ( *f () are usu- 
ally on the saine . orgam/ational 
level rheJ983 study, however, be- 
gins to verily Wombles's conclu- 
sion. As in Harijrove's (1971) 
study, the author's 1983 investiga- 
tion may prompt some ( FOs to 
reexamine^ their role For instance, 
some ( FOs may attempt to expand 
^M...csintract their responsibikrties af- 
ter feviewing the author's 1 983 pro- 
file. Also, the 1983 study may 
provide illuminating information 
lor potential ( FX)s and cither inter- 
ested administrators and officials. 

Results of the <nilhor's studies 
are in agreement with the Robbins 
and Nance ( I9(0) study concerning 
the number of responsibilities and 
f unctions of t he CFO. Fhe Robbms 
and Nance study and the author's 
1983 study indicate that the ( FO 
has widely varying areas of respon- 
sibility. Robbins anci Nance were 
concerned with the lack of utili/n- 
tion of ( FOs in cfata processing 
operations, Ihis author's three 
studies show that many (TX)s are 
either not involved or play V)nly a 
minor role in data processing oikm- 
ations. While RoblMus and Nance 
reported the lack of an educational 
training ground for CF'( )s, there ap- 
pears to be a dehnite pattern to- 
ward training in business admini- 
stration or management and to a 
lesser extent in educational admin- 
istrati^m. Significant gains have 
been made in educational training 
since the author's initial study in 
1973. 

The 1983 study suggests that the 
role of the chief financial officer 
may be best, characterized as the 
executive coordinate responsible 
for the business and fiii^mcinl oper- 
ations of the uni\ ersity. . 

» 

Recomniendfation.s 

Ihe following recommendations 
for additional in\ estigatjon are sug- 
gested as a result of (he author's 
1983 study. 
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1. li i$ recommerxled that a com* 
parable study ~ Investigate several 
other factors that may account tor 
the variation in the «copc'of 
responsibility of CFOs. For exam- 
ple, the scope of responsibility of 
CFOs may be further defined by a 
set of more complex ftctors such as 
the variables relating to organiza- 
tional climate. 

-> 

2. It is cccommcndcd that insti- 
tutions dividing 4hc financial and 
business responsibilities be studied 
to provide further insight. 

3. It is strongly recommended 
that higher education adminis- 
trators and officials encourage po- 
tential CFOs to ftirther their formal 
education in the areas of business 
administration or managemont> or 
educational administration. Com- 
parative results indicate this may 
already be happening. 

4. CFOs should compare their 
role, relationships, and responsibil- 
ities to findings of this study to 
determine how their position com- 
pares with the profile established. 

5* This study provided baseline 
infol^ation about the CFO in large 
public universities. It is recom- 
mended that another study attempt 
to establish the ideal role of the 
CFO based on the perceptions of 
high-ranking administrators (e.g., 
the president, chief academic offi- 
cer, CFO). 

6. It is recommended that a simi- 
lar study be done for large indepen- 
xlent universities for comparative 
purposes. 

7. Since all studies established 
that the comparative relationship 
of the CFO and the chief academic 
officer to the president significantly 
affects the CFO's scope of respon 
sibility, it is recofiim 
further study probe 
making this relations 
cally significant. 

8. It is recommended that a com* 
parable study concerning the chief lu^ 
academic officer's operational roT^^^ 
in university administration be un- 
dertaken. Such a study may also 
atfempt to establish the ideal role of 
the chief academic officer based on 
the perceptions of high-ranking ad- 
ministrators (e.g.. president, CFO, 
chief academic officer). ♦ 
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